H elping behaviour refers to the parental care provided to offspring by individuals that are not the social or genetic parents. The apparent paradox of helping behaviour has been one of the most widely studied areas of behavioural ecology in recent times. Recent reviews (e.g. Koenig & Mumme 1990; Cockburn 1998) have helped to outline the predominant theories in this field, which include the nonadaptive 'unselected' hypothesis (Jamieson 1991), and six general classes of adaptive theories: (1) increased production of collateral kin (kin selection); (2) payment-of-rent or mutualism; (3) access to mating opportunities; (4) improvement of local conditions; (5) establishment of strategic alliances (coalitions); and (6) improved skills (from Cockburn 1998).
Most research emphasis has been placed on the kinselected benefits of helping, with the result that other benefits of help have yet to be fully explored. One of these other potential benefits gained from helping is increased access to mating opportunities. Helping may improve an individual's access to mates in many ways. Most obviously, a helper may gain direct benefit if it is able to reproduce within the group. Alternatively, a helper may be able to gain extrapair copulations in neighbouring groups, whereas a nonterritorial floater may not have the same opportunities. Helping could also improve future access to mates; the more dominant helpers may be able to replace (or displace) the primary breeder and assume breeding status (e.g. moustached warbler, Acrocephalus melanopogon: Fessl et al. 1996; bushtit, Psaltriparus minimus: Sloane 1996) . In these cases, the improved access to mates follows purely from the individual's social or geographical position; for example, helping may allow an individual to remain on a higherquality territory than if it dispersed, and from this position, the individual has a better chance of finding a potential mate to court either within or outside of the group.
However, what if helping not only improves a helper's access to mates, but actually attracts mates? I propose that, in some species, helping behaviour may be a sexually selected display maintained directly through mate choice? Helping could operate as a signal of mate quality or parental quality in much the same way Zahavi (1990) argued that help could reflect social status. According to Zahavi's 'prestige' hypothesis, helping is used as a signal of superior social standing; males compete via helping to increase prestige, and females select mates on the basis of this prestige. However, there is a subtle but significant distinction between these two ideas. The prestige hypothesis emphasizes the male-male competition over prestige and places little emphasis on the potential role of female choice. In contrast, the helping-as-display hypothesis places more emphasis on mate choice and suggests that helping may be directly reinforced through mate choice in exactly the same way as elaborate decorations, songs or dances. A further distinction is also required from existing 'pay-to-stay' hypotheses, in which helping indirectly promotes access to mates through social or geographical advantage. This new hypothesis supposes that helping behaviour itself is directly involved in the mate choice process. Lotem et al. (1999) explained how nonsignalling behaviours (i.e. those that have an apparent primary function other than signalling) can still have a signalling component. Any behaviour that conveys information can be subject to selection on the basis of that information. Lotem et al. used helping in birds as an example where the behaviour could convey information, and presented examples that easily fit into this category. For example, in the pied kingfisher, Ceryle rudis (Reyer 1990) , females prefer to mate with helpers rather than nonhelpers when both are available in the population. Similarly, in savannah sparrows, Passerculus sandwichensis (Freeman-Gallant 1997), males achieve a level of paternity in a second brood in proportion to the amount they provision the first brood, that is, females preferentially allow fertilizations from mates who perform better as parents. These cases were originally interpreted within the Zahavian prestige framework but are also consistent with the simpler idea that male parental care has a direct signalling component (Lotem et al. 1999) . Although Lotem et al. (1999) successfully showed that nonsignalling behaviours can convey information, they did not
